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The Beck scales are measures of depression and anxiety,
two common features of disorders that call for clinical atten-
tion from psychologists, and psychiatrists, and of hopeless-
ness, a variable strongly associated with suicide risk. They
are widely used in clinical settings to aid with diagnosis, case
formulation and the tracking of response to treatment and
they are often used in research. The Beck Depression Inven-
tory-II (BDI-II; Beck, Steer, & Brown, 1996), the Beck Anxiety
Inventory (BAI; Beck & Steer, 1993), and the Beck Hopeless-
ness Scale (BHS; Beck & Steer, 1988) have been translated
into many different languages. The BDI in particular has been
translated into several European languages (e.g., Bonilla,
Bernal, Santos, & Santos, 2004; Gorenstein & Andrade,
1996) as well as Arabic (Abdel-Khalek, 1998), Cambodian,
Chinese, Japanese and Persian (Victoria Transcultural Psy-
chiatry Unit, 2007). This is the first article in a series of three
which documents a project in which these three scales were
translated into Xhosa.
Xhosa is one of the Nguni group of African languages
(which also includes Zulu, Swazi and Ndebele). It is estimated
that Xhosa is spoken by over 7 million people. It is the main
language of the Eastern Cape of South Africa, where it is spo-
ken by 83% of the inhabitants. However it is also spoken by
18.9% of people in the Western Cape Province, 15% of peo-
ple in Lesotho, and by at least 5% of inhabitants in several
other provinces of South Africa: Free State (9,3%), Northern
Cape (6,3%), Gauteng (7,4%), North-west (5,3%) (Finlayson,
2000). The first written Xhosa text, by John Bennie, dates
back to 1823 and Bennie’s early attempts to develop a dictio-
nary were incorporated into Kropf and Godfrey’s (1915)
Xhosa-English dictionary. This is quite a short dictionary and
was updated by McLaren in 1936 and 1963, and most re-
cently in 1994. It is widely used in South African schools, The
isiXhosa National Lexicography Unit at the University of Fort
Hare was working on the first comprehensive dictionary, The
Greater Dictionary of isiXhosa, but, at the time the translation
for this project was being conducted (late 1999 to early 2001),
only the third volume (Q-Z) had been published (Pahl, Pienaar, &
Ndugane, 1989). Volume 2 (K-P) (Mini, Tshabe, Tshabe, & van
der Westhuizen, 2003) would appear only after our translations
were complete and had been clinically evaluated, and Volume 3
(A-J) has only recently appeared (Tshabe & Shoba, 2006).
Fischer, Weiss, Tshabe, & Mdala’s (1985) English-Xhosa dictio-
nary was also available.
Conceptualizing the Translation Process
The problem of equivalence
Although there has been a recent rush among South African
Psychologists to translate inventories developed in English in the
USA and Britain into African languages, the challenges and pitfalls
involved in translation are not always adequately acknowledged.
The translation of questionnaires and other research instruments is
often plagued by practical and methodological difficulties that
threaten the validity of the cross-cultural research projects that use
them. When inaccurate translations are made, comparative re-
search may point to apparent cultural differences in attitudes or ex-
periences, when in reality the differences are simply semantic and
due to the items being interpreted differently because of linguistic
shortcomings (Grunert & Scherhorn, 1990). Guidelines for
cross-cultural translation stress the need for meticulous advanced
planning as well a great deal of rigour and sensitivity if they are to
successfully adapt scales developed in English in a culturally rele-
vant and comprehensible form while maintaining the meanings of
the original items. Misunderstanding of the meaning of words and
phrases between people who know each other well and who speak
the same language is quite common. When transferring material
from one language to another, the potential for misunderstanding is
even greater, and researchers have long commented on the frus-
tration caused by the seemingly intractable problems they encoun-
ter in the process (Bowerman, 1981; Brislin, 1980; Brislin, Lonner,
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& Thorndike, 1973; Hambleton, Merenda, & Spielberger, 2004;
Sperber, Devellis, & Boehlecke, 1994).
The major challenge in translation is to ensure the equiva-
lence of the translated document to the original language ver-
sion. Retief (1988) distinguishes five types of equivalence. First,
vocabulary equivalence (or linguistic equivalence) refers to the
equivalence of the words used. Unfortunately, translation is not
just a matter of finding equivalent words in a dictionary, because
words often gain their meaning from the context of other words
in the sentence or paragraph in which they appear. Unless very
comprehensive, dictionaries cannot reflect the variation and
subtlety of idiom in the language spoken by people in everyday
use. They can therefore be no more than an aid in the transla-
tion process. Idiomatic expressions, in particular, often cannot
be rendered accurately by literal translation, so that ensuring
idiomatic equivalence may be a significant challenge. In the
case of the three Beck scales being translated here, this is not
generally a problem, although the BDI-II item 11 uses the
phrase "wound up" to refer to agitation and emotional tension,
and item 7 in the BHS uses the phrase "The future seems dark."
African languages such as Xhosa differ widely in their grammat-
ical and syntactical rules from European languages. Grammar
and syntax can affect the meaning of words which means that
grammatical-syntactical equivalence is unattainable, and trans-
lations have to convey the meaning of the original using differ-
ent grammatical and syntactical constructions from those of the
original. Where two cultures differ greatly in their social arrange-
ments and way of life, there may be marked cultural distance
between the attitudes, beliefs and experiential worlds of their
members, with the result that it may be impossible to achieve
experiential equivalence. Related to this is the problem that a
concept that is well understood and frequently used in one cul-
ture may simply not exist in another culture, or may appear in
fragmented or non-equivalent forms. This is the problem of con-
ceptual equivalence. Sometimes a word seems to be easily
translatable, and gives rise to a high degree of agreement
among informants, but there are subtle or even marked conno-
tative differences between the original and the translation.
If a research instrument is being developed de novo for use
in both languages, its content can be moulded in an ongoing re-
ciprocal process. Neither language is treated as primary and
there is room for creativity and flexibility (Brislin, 1980; Brislin et
al., 1973; Sperber et al., 1994). However, as in the present
study, researchers usually seek to translate inventories that
have already been widely researched, usually in their original
English versions. This has the advantages of reducing the costs
involved in developing and standardizing completely new mea-
sures, and of providing a basis for comparative research across
cultures and language communities (Drennan, Levett, &
Swartz, 1991; Retief, 1988).
Translation methods: bilingual informants, back translation,
committee discussion
The translation process relies on the use of bilingual infor-
mants (Harkness, 2003). These need to be selected with some
care. Ideally they should have a good command not only of their
own language, but also of English, and should be living in a
community where the target language is spoken so that they are
familiar with the nuances of meaning in the spoken language. If
the translator has translating experience, it makes it easier and
quicker to produce translations. However, selection of transla-
tors will also be determined by the amount of time they are avail-
able for, and cost factors. For the initial translation, bilinguals
are given the English version of the instrument to translate into
the target language. They are briefed to pay attention to issues
such as colloquial usage, idiomatic expressions, variation in
spoken language, and linguistic versus semantic or conceptual
equivalence. The translations are then given to new bilinguals
whose task is to translate them back into English, procedure
known as back-translation. Discrepancies between the
back-translated version and the original are used to identify
problems with the first translation. This process can be repeated
several times, and with different translators until a satisfactory
translated instrument is obtained (Brislin, 1986; Drennan et al.,
1991; Rogler, 1989). One advantage of this procedure is that
the researcher does not have to know the target language in or-
der to assess the adequacy of the translation (Retief, 1988).
Where problems cannot be resolved using these strategies,
the researcher can use a committee. A group of translators can
meet together to examine and discuss several translations
made by different bilinguals, as well as their respective
back-translations. However, in this process, one or two individu-
als may dominate the others, and, to overcome this, several
bilinguals may work individually and their discussion is medi-
ated through the researcher who attempts to take account of all
the comments made (Drennan et al., 1991). Once a usable
translation has been obtained, it is evaluated with
non-bilinguals, to check how they respond to the test in general
and whether they understand the individual items. These trials
may yield further information which can lead to revisions of the
translation (Retief, 1988; Sperber et al., 1994).
Role-Players in the Translation Process
The present paper documents how we applied these princi-
ples to the translations of the Beck Inventories. The BAI had al-
ready been translated into Xhosa by Steele (1996) and in this
study we checked the translation achieved there. The BDI-1A,
an earlier version of the BDI-II, had been translated by Drennan
(1988; Drennan et al., 1991) who encountered the kinds of prac-
tical problems in the translation process mentioned above. For
example, translators did not see the need to discuss every item
of the translated inventories as they felt that the translations
were unproblematic. They also incorrectly recorded information
and postponed, and even seemed to avoid, meetings. The pro-
cess was very time consuming and in the phase of comparison
and discussion the translators assumed a largely passive role
as they seemed to feel that they had already fulfilled their task of
translating the inventories.
Steele (1996) also translated the BDI-IA into Xhosa and
noted several differences between his and the Drennan version.
In particular he opted for less formal, more colloquial expres-
sions in the translation of some items. Meanwhile, the BDI-II
was published in 1996 as a revision of the BDI-1A, and given
the problems with the discrepancies between the Drennan
translation and the Steele translation, it was considered neces-
sary that the BDI-II be translated into Xhosa afresh. No previous
attempts to translate the BHS into Xhosa were identified. The
aim of the present study was to translate the BDI-II and the BHS
into Xhosa and to check Steele’s (1996) translation of the BAI.
The purpose of this paper is to document the nature of the trans-
lation process, to describe the kinds of problems encountered
and the steps taken to discuss some of the specific problems
pertinent to translating psychological instruments into Xhosa.
Two further papers describe the item analyses of the translated
scales (Steele & Edwards, submitted) and a study undertaken
to establish their validity (Edwards and Steele, submitted).
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Producing high-quality Xhosa translations of the Beck in-
ventories was a time-consuming process, and the procedures
through which the final translations were achieved were man-
aged and directed by the first author under the supervision of
the second author. It had been anticipated that the processes of
translation, back-translation and committee discussion would
be sufficient to yield acceptable translations. However, as the
process unfolded, a series of problems were identified that cast
doubt on whether the elicited translations were trustworthy. The
whole exercise carried on over a period of 18 months. The
length of time was partly because the research was being car-
ried out on a part time basis. However, allowing the process to
extend across such a period provided the opportunity to experi-
ment pragmatically with a range of strategies aimed at resolving
the problems encountered. In many research contexts, this kind
of time is simply not available, since there is pressure to use the
translated instruments for particular projects. The main aim of
the project was the translation of the inventories and the evalua-
tion of their reliability, validity and clinical usefulness. There was
no time pressure to have them available for another project.
Since the authors had only a limited knowledge of Xhosa,
they worked closely with bilinguals and, over the entire process,
drew on the services of a large number of people:
Translators: Over the course of the study, several black first
language Xhosa speakers, who had a good command of Eng-
lish, served as translators. ‘A’, a female lecturer in the African
Languages Department at an Eastern Cape University, was in
her late twenties, had a BA Honours in Xhosa and had partici-
pated in Steele’s (1996) project on the translation of the BDI-IA
and the BAI. ‘B’ was minister of a local church in Rini (adjacent
to Grahamstown) in his mid forties, who was highly recom-
mended by several researchers for whom he had done transla-
tion work. ‘C’, ‘D’, and ‘E’ were clinical psychologists who
worked in Port Elizabeth. ‘C’ was a man in his mid forties in pri-
vate practice. ‘D’ was a woman in her early fifties, working at a
hospital clinic. ‘E’ was a woman in her late twenties who worked
in the psychiatric ward of a large hospital. ‘F’ was a woman in
her mid twenties, with a bachelor’s degree, working in the library
of an Eastern Cape university who had translated for research-
ers on a number of occasions. ‘G’ was a man in his early forties
with a bachelor’s degree from the University of Fort Hare who
was recommended by a local research organisation on the ba-
sis of his work for a number of academics. He lived in Rini but
spent part of his time in Port Elizabeth.
Informants: were first language Xhosa speakers who pro-
vided services such as the reviewing of translations, explana-
tion of Xhosa concepts, and assisting in the identification and
exploration of Xhosa words that might be of use in the transla-
tion of the inventories. One group consisted of psychology stu-
dents from the University of Port Elizabeth in their early twenties
who responded to advertisements placed on campus. A second
group were people from Grahamstown and Port Elizabeth who
were acquaintances of the first author or whom he approached
randomly in the street in order to gather information regarding
the accuracy of the Xhosa translations or the meanings of spe-
cific words.
The Translation Process
The translation process proceeded in a pragmatic, prob-
lem-oriented way, but in looking back, we could identify five
stages, each of which is described below. Descriptions are
given of the kinds of practical difficulties encountered, since it is
valuable to document the kinds of problems likely to be faced by
other researchers undertaking projects of this type.
Stage One: Translation, back-translation and resolving discrep-
ancies
‘A’ who had previously worked on translating the BDI-IA and
the BAI (Steele, 1996), translated the BDI-II and BHS into
Xhosa. ‘B’ back-translated these into English and the first au-
thor planned to meet with ‘A’ and ‘B’ to resolve discrepancies.
Unfortunately, at this critical point, ‘A’ became unavailable, so a
series of discussions were held with ‘B’ alone. ‘B’ appeared to
adopt a very systematic and meticulous approach to addressing
the questions raised as a result of the discrepancies identified.
Stage Two: Input from bilingual clinicians
When this initial translation of the BDI-II was ready, three cli-
nicians ‘C’, ‘D’, and ‘E’ were asked to pilot it in their everyday
practice. They were given copies and invited to use them for a
number of weeks. Then the first author met separately with
each one. At this point the clinicians assumed the role of trans-
lators since they commented in detail on the translations and
suggested many changes. The suggestions made by two of
them were somewhat similar and these were used as a basis for
a second translation. The third clinician had some quite different
suggestions which were used as a basis for a third version.
These three versions were shown separately to ‘C’, ‘D’, and ‘E’
and discrepancies were drawn to their attention and discussed
in an effort to reach consensus. Due to their busy schedules,
they could not meet as a group, so a series of individual meet-
ings was held with them over a period of several months, in
which changes and reasons for changes were discussed. How-
ever in many cases no consensus could be reached as each
was resolute that the translations they favoured were, in fact,
the correct ones.
Stage Three: Further back-translation and committee discus-
sion
In an attempt to clarify these discrepancies, ‘B’ and ‘F’ were
asked to independently back-translate the two versions of the
BDI-II from Stage Two. They were also asked to back-translate
the translated version of the BHS and Steele’s (1996) transla-
tion of the BAI. When these back-translations were compared to
the original English versions there were numerous discrepan-
cies. The researcher then had a committee meeting with ‘B’ and
‘F’ in which the original English versions, the translations (in-
cluding all three translations of the BDI-II) and the back transla-
tions were all closely examined. This led to the seemingly hope-
ful outcome of the two translators reaching consensus on all
points. However, the first author sensed that this consensus
masked a number of unresolved issues and met with each indi-
vidually to press for clarification with respect to each discrep-
ancy. It seemed they had each withdrawn and avoided confron-
tation whenever a conflict occurred between them, as privately,
they both acknowledged that that they did not agree with the
other’s suggestions. At this point it also became clear that, in
Stage One, ‘B’ had made extensive use of Fischer et al.’s
(1985) dictionary and had placed inappropriate reliance on the
dictionary in making his translations.
Stage Four: Identification and systematic investigation of critical
words and phrases
These discrepancies seemed to arise because different
translators seemed to have automatically adopted different
principles in going about the translation process. In addition,
there appeared to be variations in spoken language depending
on where an informant came from. The decision was now taken
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to focus attention on a range of words and phrases that were
particularly problematic and to try to understand what factors
led to the different translations being offered in each case. Dur-
ing the fourth stage, therefore, the first author used psychology
students as informants who met with him either individually or in
groups to focus on specific points of difficulty and clarify the
range of options for all cases where there were discrepancies.
This did not advance the process of finding consensus but it did
clarify what were the critical points of disagreement and the
range of options that were being put forward by different infor-
mants in each case. On this basis a number of critical words
from the original English inventories were identified which were
the source of disagreement.
Next, a kind of brain-storming process was employed to
generate options for translating the critical words. The first au-
thor worked with ‘G’ to investigate these critical words and iden-
tify every possible (but realistic) Xhosa alternative that could be
used to translate the critical words in the particular item that was
being investigated. Options were culled from Drennan’s (1988)
and Steele’s (1996) translations of the BDI-IA, from the various
translations obtained in the previous stages, from dictionaries,
and from new informants including people randomly ap-
proached in the street (see above under Informants).
The next steps also involved working closely with ‘G’. First,
for each critical word a set of Xhosa words with related denota-
tive and connotative meanings was created. For example, in the
first item of the BDI-II, six options for translating "sad" were
identified: khedamile, intliziyo ibuhlungu, dangala, ngon-
wabanga, dakumbile, khathazekile, Second each word was ex-
amined for its appropriateness in the translated inventories by
discussing such variables as frequency of use, the context in
which the word was usually used, and the range of meanings of
the word in various contexts. Where there was lack of clarity,
new informants would be approached. Thus, in selecting a
translation of "sad", ngonwabanga was chosen. This was typi-
cally translated as "not happy" and together with khathazekile
was the most frequently offered translation. Khatazekile was re-
jected because, although it is often translated as "depressed" or
"sad", it is also regularly translated as "worried", or "concerned"
which goes well beyond what is implied by "sad" in the original.
The reasons for rejecting the other options were as follows:
dakumbile was rejected because it is what informants call "deep
Xhosa", a word common in a more traditional form of the lan-
guage (for further discussion of this see below); khedamile is
from a root which means "orphan" and could carry connotations
of abandonment, while meanings provided by our informants in-
cluded ‘sad or sorrowful as a result of not having got what one
wishes’ and ‘serious because one is worried or cross’; intliziyo
ibuhlungu seemed to refer to sadness or disappointment in the
context of receiving sad news and would therefore not pick up
the kind of decontextualized sadness that is often characteristic
of depressed mood; dangala carries connotations of languid-
ness, listlessness and inactivity.
Third, where appropriate, and using the same kind of brain-
storming process, a range of sentence structures was gener-
ated. For example, item 2 on the BDI-II reads "I feel my future is
hopeless and will only get worse". This is a slight change from
the BDI-IA where it reads "I feel that the future is hopeless and
that things cannot improve." The rendering of "I feel hopeless"
by ndingenathemba is fairly straightforward. The word i-themba
means "hope" or "expectation" (Pahl et al, 1989) and the rest of
the word is made up of a negative and a first person pronoun
and ngena ("enter into"). Drennan’s (1988) translation of the
BDI-IA item was Ndiziva ndigenathemba lekamva, yaye izinto
ezizukuba ngcono for which the back-translation featured "help-
less", not "hopeless" ("I feel helpless about my future, and
things won’t be better"). Steele (1996) also used
ndigenathemba and in that study as in the present, back trans-
lations were in terms of "hopeless" of "no hope" rather than
helplessness (Ndiziva ndingenathemba ngekamva lam,
kungasokuze kubekho nguqulelo. Back translation: "I feel there
is no hope for the future, and things will not change"). With the
slight change in wording for the BDI-II, two other options were
generated: Ikamva lam ndilibona lingenathemba kwaye izinto
ziza kuba mbi nangaphezulu (back-translation: "I don’t see any
progress in my future and I am expecting more downfall") and,
Ndiziva ndingenathemba kwikamva lam kananjalo izinto ziya
zisiba mandundu (back-translation "I don’t feel any hope for my
future and things will get worse"). In the end, the latter was se-
lected as it provided the closest idiomatic, conceptual and
experiential equivalence.
Once the options had all been back-translated, they were
examined closely in terms of the advantages and disadvan-
tages of each. In cases where none of the options seemed sat-
isfactory, additional options were generated. In many cases dif-
ferent options for translating critical words were inserted into
several options for sentence structures. As an example of the
range of different sentences that can be generated to render a
simple sentence, consider, BDI-II, item 13, option 3, "I have
much greater difficulty in making decisions than I used to." This
represents only a very slight change from the BDI-IA where it
read "I have greater difficulty in making decisions than before."
Drennan (1988) had translated this as Ndinobunzima
obugqithileyo ukwenza izigqibo kunangaphambili, (back-trans-
lation: "I have greater difficulty in making decisions than before",
while Steele (1996) had Ndifumana ubunzima ekufikeni
kwizigqibo kunakuqala (back-translation: "I find it difficult to
make decisions like before". In the present study this option was
initially translated as Ndifumana ubunzima obuninzi ekwenzeni
izigqibo ngaphezulu kunokuba bendiqhele ukwenza, (back
-translation: "I find much difficulty making decisions more than I
used to do" but later an alternative was considered and finally
adopted: Ndinobunzima obugqithileyo ukwenza izigqibo
kunangaphambili. (back-translation: "I have much greater diffi-
culty making decisions than before").
Another example of the generation and consideration of al-
ternative sentences comes from BDI-II, Item 14, option 1: "I
don’t consider myself as worthwhile and useful as I used to."
One translation was Andizifumanisi andilutho noncedo
njengangaphambili, (back-translation: "I do not find myself
worthwhile and useful like before"). The second was Andiziboni
njengomntu oxabisekileyo noluncedo njengohlobo endandilulo
(back-translation: "I do not see myself as a person who is worth-
while and useful as I used to be before"). This was selected be-
cause it was regarded as having better grammatical and con-
ceptual equivalence. Other examples from the BHS are item 11
("All I can see ahead of me is unpleasantness rather than pleas-
antness") where two options considered were: Konke
endinokukubona ngaphambi kwam bububi kunobumnand,
(back-translation: "Everything I see in front of me is awfulness
rather than niceness"), and Xa ndikhangela phambili kwikamva
lam nibona ukungakholiseka kunokukholiseka (back-transla-
tion: "When I look forward to my future I see unpleasantness
rather than pleasantness"). The second was selected as it
seemed to have better conceptual equivalence. Item 12 ("I don’t
expect to get what I really want") was initially translated as
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Andilindelanga kufumana okukokona ndikufunayo (back-trans-
lation: "I do not expect to get the things what I want the most")
but as there was some concern that this translation might be too
narrow in that it focused on ‘things’ that the person might want,
an adjusted translation Andilindelanga kufumana okona
ndikufunayo (back-translation: "I do not expect to get what I
want the most") was generated and selected for use.
By now three factors were identified which had contributed
to some of the earlier disagreements. First, ‘G’ referred to a dif-
ference between written and more colloquial spoken versions of
the language. He mentioned that he would not ‘say’ some of the
options in the same way that they are stated in the three inven-
tories. Examination of options for the translation of the word
"change" in item 16 of the BDI-II provides an example of the dif-
ference between written and spoken language. Several infor-
mants provided the word kutshintsha, a word adapted directly
from the English word. This word was eventually not used, and
mehluko, a word well established in the written language was
used instead. As a result of these kinds of incidents, the first au-
thor worked closely with ‘G’ to find a balance between colloquial
language and written forms.
Second, there were several situations in which historical
shifts in meaning of words became evident. BDI-II, item 21 ad-
dresses loss of interest in sex. One translation offered by infor-
mants was inkanuko yenyama. However, this is an archaic term
that means "desire for the flesh" and from translations of the Bi-
ble. A second translation used kwisondo. However, some infor-
mants told the researcher that this was a vulgar word and,
therefore, not suitable. However, other informants indicated that
the word used to have vulgar connotations but that this is not the
case anymore as it is used freely in news broadcasts in the local
media. In English, of course, there are similar shifts in connota-
tive meaning of words referring to sexual activity. There were
several cases were informants identified words from "deep"
Xhosa, a "purer" form of the language associated with tradi-
tional life, and therefore older people and especially rural areas.
One of these was found in looking at options for the English con-
cept of failure (BDI-II, item 3). Ukutshone, which means ‘failed’,
was not suitable because it is specifically associated with failing
examinations or tests at school. Ukusilela looked more promis-
ing. It was provided in a dictionary (Fischer et al., 1985, p. 152)
and regularly suggested by informants and was actually used
by Drennan (1988). However the dictionary definition "failure,
non-success, backwardness, neglect" points to other connota-
tions which are somewhat misleading and this is confirmed by
the fact that the terms "backward" and "dragging behind" were
given as back-translations to Drennan. However, our infor-
mants identified ukusilela as an example of a "deep" Xhosa
word. Younger informants were unsure what it meant although
they recognized it once it was explained to them. In order to ren-
der the word "failure", we therefore considered using negation
with two words for success. Inkqubela is a noun and
ndigenankqubela is the negation of success, and by implication,
"failure" but there is no associated verb (which would be needed
for two of the response options). We finally considered various
options for the negation of pumelelo, another word for "suc-
cess". These included ndingongena mpumelelo (‘I do not have
success’), ndingongaphumeleliyo (‘I am not the one who is suc-
cessful’), and ndingenanpumelelo (‘being not successful’).
Based on discussions with informants, it seemed that
ndingenanpumelelo provided the closest conceptual equiva-
lence to the English. Another example of a "deep" Xhosa word
was encountered in the search for translation of "faults" in the
BDI-II, item 8 (option 2). Drennan (1988) translated this as
ngeziphosiso, while Steele (1996) had used ngeempazamo.
While both terms are back-translated as "mistakes", our infor-
mants identified iziphoso as not appropriate because of its
rather formal character and there was a concern that younger
Xhosa-speaking people and those Xhosa-speaking people who
have grown up in cities might not recognize its meaning.
Third, there was evidence of local variation in common ex-
pressions. Several informants claimed that there were differ-
ences between the Eastern and Western Cape, and others that
there were even some differences between Port Elizabeth and
Grahamstown. However, the method of consulting informants
did not allow definitive patterns to be identified and more sys-
tematic sociolinguistic approach would be needed to establish
whether such differences do in fact exist to a significant extent.
In order to address these kinds of difficulties, efforts were
made to ensure that the language selected was comprehensi-
ble to as wide a range of people as possible and words associ-
ated with "deep" Xhosa were explicitly avoided. Preference was
also given to a standard written language form, rather than vari-
ations from the numerous dialects of the spoken language.
Stage Five5: Review by clinicians
The finalized versions of the three inventories were now re-
viewed by clinicians ‘I’ and ‘J’. They initially expressed concern
about some sentences not being grammatically correct. How-
ever, they changed their minds when the rationale for the gram-
matical construction was discussed with them. Other informants
to whom the final versions were shown did not express concern
about any grammatical aspects.
Translating into Xhosa: Some Practical Challenges
It proved to be a challenging task to translate from English to
produce translated insrtuments which had a high level of equiv-
alence to the original. The process of translation, back-transla-
tion and holding committee meetings or consulting informants
to resolve discrepancies was not satisfactory since many as-
pects were not resolved. Translators either continued to dis-
agree with each other, or accepted counter-proposals which
they did not actually agree with in order to avoid conflict. The
systematic problem solving approach developed here, in which
critical words and phrases were identified and a comprehensive
list of options was generated provided a sound basis for resolv-
ing these difficulties. In this section we provide further illustra-
tions of how the approach worked in practice, of the kinds of dif-
ficulties that needed to be resolved, and of the kinds of solutions
which were reached. A fuller account of options considered for
each item of all three scales is provided by Steele in Appendix I
of Steele (2003).
The strategy of identifying critical words and phrases which
gave rise to discrepancies between translations offered by dif-
ferent informants helped to provide a clear focus on where the
problems lay. In the process of generating options for each criti-
cal word, the use of English-Xhosa dictionaries played a role.
However it is important to be aware of the advantages and dis-
advantages of relying on dictionaries since, of course, they can
play only a limited role in the translation process. The value of
using a dictionary is that it may help in the identification of op-
tions for translating critical words and phrases. However, dictio-
naries are limited by the fact that they are compiled at a particu-
lar time and cannot reflect developments in the language that
occur subsequently. The most popular English-Xhosa dictio-
nary (Fischer et al., 1985) was published nearly fifteen years
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before the present field work was undertaken. Informants regu-
larly pointed out examples of alternatives provided in the Eng-
lish-Xhosa dictionary that were not correct in terms of current
usage. For example, Fischer et al.’s (1985) provide the word
didekile as an option for "agitated." However several of our in-
formants did not recognize the word at all, while others who did
said it meant to "move around," but not in the sense conveyed
by the word "agitated".
Furthermore, there is a range of language use depending on
locality and sub-cultural settings. A short Xhosa-English dictio-
nary like that of McLaren (1994) cannot be expected to reflect
the range of language use at the time it is compiled. Even a
comprehensive work like The greater dictionary of isiXhosa
(Pahl et al., 1989; Mini, et al., 2003; Tshabe & Tshoba, 2006)
cannot keep up with changes in everyday usage, and, as dis-
cussed previously, only one volume was available at the time
this research was taking place. In stage one of the process re-
ported above, ‘B’ made extensive use of Fischer et al.’s (1985)
English-Xhosa dictionary. His reasoning was that he wanted to
be sure he was using the correct words and the correct spelling.
In retrospect this was not helpful. Although he was briefed about
the nature of the translation process, and we assumed, on the
basis of recommendations we received from other researchers,
that he had a better understanding of what was required. As a
result, we did not adequately check his modus operandi at that
early stage.
The strategy of listing options with similar or overlapping
meanings highlighted the way in which terms for psychological
states differ from one language to another. This in turn demon-
strated the constructive nature of language and the way in
which a concept serves to reify a particular experience in a sim-
plified manner that masks the complexity of the underlying phe-
nomenology. This was evident in the options considered above
to render "sad" and can be further illustrated with respect to four
options considered for the English word "discouraged" used in
BDI-II item 2. The first alternative, danisa was considered by in-
formants to be problematic because it had connotations of sad-
ness because someone has disappointed you. This is consis-
tent with the dictionary definition of danisa as "to disappoint"
(McLaren, 1994; Tshabe & Shoba, 2006). Dandaphisa was re-
jected because although the dictionary definition of "to cause
discouragement, delay" (McLaren, 1994; Tshabe & Shoba,
2006), it was unfamiliar to many of our informants and appears
to be falling into disuse. Drennan (1988) and Steele (1996) used
tyhafile. Drennan obtained back-translations of "neglected,"
"weakness," and "discouraged" from three different informants.
In the present study, back-translations included "weak," "ne-
glected," "tired," and "discouraged." A cause for concern was
the fact that many of the informants translated tyhafile as "dis-
couraged" only once they had learned that it was the intended
translation. Once any informant had made the initial translation
of tyhafile as "discouraged," they then remained adamant that it
was the correct translation. There are several different, but re-
lated, meanings of tyhafile, as can be seen from some of the
definitions in Pahl et al, 1989, p. 452) which include "loss of
hope" and "indifferent", but also "languid" and "debilitated", and
even "lazy" or "indolent". Informants also described a range of
uses in "Township language" that included giving a person the
"cold shoulder" (avoiding them) or implying that a promiscuous
woman is morally weak. Tyhafile was discarded due to the nu-
merous connotations surrounding the word. It was felt that there
was too much ambiguity to be sure that respondents would in-
terpret the word as ‘discouraged’. For this reason,
khuthazekanga was chosen as the most appropriate word to
denote ‘discouraged’ as it is the negation of the word khuthaza
("encourage") and is less open to diverse interpretations.
At the same time, despite the different experiential worlds
within which the English and Xhosa languages evolved, there
were many concepts for which the finding of equivalent terms
posed little or no difficulty. Many of the constructs tapped by the
Beck scales represent such basic and perhaps universal as-
pects of experience, that it was not difficult to find equivalent
terms in Xhosa for the English originals. For example, for BDI-II,
item 17, there was consensus that ndicaphuka was the only op-
tion for "I am irritable". For BDI-II, item 8, ukuzibulala was the
only option to render "killing myself" and was quite unambigu-
ous. There was consensus that option 3 ("I would like to kill my-
self") would be Ndingathanda ukuzibulala, and no other options
were considered. In rendering the word "guilty" (BDI-II, item 5)
nesazela was the obvious choice. Two other options were avail-
able, netyala, which was unsuitable as it is specific to the legal
context, and nomva-ndedwa which several informants told us
was identical in meaning to nesazela, but which several other
informants seemed to be rather unfamiliar with. The word "deci-
sions" (BDI-II, item 13) was also unproblematic: isigqibo was
selected, since ukugweba and isigwebo carry connotations of
judgement and legal decisions. Similarly in rendering the word
"punished" (BDI-II, item 6) there appeared to be only two op-
tions, isohlwaywa, which was selected, and isibetho which was
considered unsuitable because it carried connotations of being
cursed. For the BDI-II, item 7, there was consensus from infor-
mants about the words for "disappointed" (danile), "dislike"
(ngathandi), where there appeared to be no other options to
consider and about the word for "confidence" (ukuzithemba)
since two other options (ukuthembela, and ukholo) carried mis-
leading connotations or trust in God or faith. There were two op-
tions for "cry" (BDI-II, item 10) but ukukhala has connotations of
crying out loud or wailing whereas ukulila, which informants said
means "cry quietly" provides experiential equivalence to the
original.
Several of the discrepancies between the suggestions
made by translators were the result of differing interpretations of
the task given to them. Although they were instructed to trans-
late word by word as far as possible they often responded more
broadly at the level of overall meaning. While this can protect
against generating translations where conceptual and experien-
tial equivalence is sacrificed for linguistic and grammatical-syn-
tactical equivalence, it increases the risk that translations are in-
fluenced by translators’ idiosyncratic interpretations. An
exacerbating factor was that sometimes they were not sensitive
to the subtle connotative meanings of the original English
words. Differences of opinion therefore often arose both from
different interpretations of the original English and from the im-
plicit weighting of different approaches to equivalence that was
guiding their choices. These problems were exacerbated by the
absence of a clear mechanism for identifying the source of con-
flicts and resolving differences in committee discussions or
when asking informants to comment on the work of previous
translators. Our informants, like those of Drennan et al. (1991)
sometimes responded in a manner intended to please the re-
searcher, without appropriate regard for accuracy.
These conflicts can be resolved by the researcher taking ul-
timate responsibility for the decision making process and devel-
oping criteria with respect to which aspect of equivalence to pri-
oritize. Work on BHS item 4 illustrates a choice to go with
linguistic and conceptual equivalence to choose a translation
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which matched the English quite precisely. It reads "I can’t
imagine what my life might be like in ten years" and four words
were considered to render "imagine". Zindla is defined as
"imagine," but has the sense of "surmise" or "conjecture" and is
often used to refer to the dropping hints about people implying
they have various negative and disreputable qualities (Mc-
Laren, 1994; Tshabe, & Shoba, 2006). Furthermore, the word
appears to be going out of use as some informants had not
heard it before. Cinga, defined in the same dictionary as "think,
imagine", or "suppose" was discarded since informants were of
the opinion that this would imply thinking rather than imagining.
Informants rejected camanga (defined by the dictionary as
"think" or "meditate") for the same reason. A fourth option was
the double-barrel term namfanekiso-ngqondweni (back-transla-
tion: image in the mind). Informants were satisfied that this was
comprehensible and provided good conceptual equivalence.
Thus the item was translated as Andikwazi kuba
namfanekiso-ngqondweni wento obuya kuba yiyo ubomi bam
kwiminyaka elishumi (back-translation: "I cannot imagine how
my life will be in ten years time").
BAI item 20, "Face flushed", is an example of a phrase
where an exact linguistic equivalent was lacking and the gener-
ation of options and careful consideration were required to find a
satisfactory solution. Steele (1996) had translated it Ukuba
bomvu kobuso (back-translation: "To be red faced"). Our infor-
mants expressed concern that this was ambiguous in that it
could be interpreted as ‘embarrassed’ or ‘to have a naturally red
face’. Several alternatives, including Ukuthifuthu kobuso
(back-translation: "Hot face") were considered, and after much
discussion Ukubaleka kwegazi liye ebusweni (back-translation:
"Rush of blood to the face") was chosen as the best solution as
it provided experiential and conceptual equivalence.
The first option of BDI-II, item 4, provides another example
of the close attention to detail that was required to resolve differ-
ences between translators. The theme of this item is diminished
capacity to enjoy the things previously enjoyed. The two words
that were considered as possibilities to denote ‘pleasure’ were
ulonwabo and ulwaneliseko. Drennan (1988) were given both
these words by their translators and had settled for
ulwaneliseko. According to our informants they have largely the
same meaning, although they identified subtle connotative dif-
ferences. Ulonwabo was said to refer more specifically to "plea-
sure" or "happiness" in response to a specific context.
Ulwaneliseko was said to have connotations of satisfaction and
fulfilment, but several informants gave this a context specific ex-
ample of the feeling of fulfilment one gets when one goes to the
beach and eats an ice cream. Since "satisfaction" has connota-
tions of meeting one’s desires, while "pleasure" has connota-
tions of an enjoyable sensation, ulonwabo seemed to offer the
better equivalence. The BDI-IA version of the first option on this
item, "I get as much satisfaction out of things as I used to", was
rendered by Drennan (1988) as Ndifumana ulwaneliseko kuyo
yonke into, nje ngaphambili (back-translation: "I find satisfaction
in everything, like before"), and by Steele (1996) as Ndifumana
ulonwabo kuyo yonke into nje ngangaphambili (back-transla-
tion: "I get pleasure from all the things I do just like before"). In
the BDI-II it was changed to "I get as much pleasure as I ever did
from the things I enjoy". One informant suggested Ndifumana
ukonwaba kangangoko kwizinto endizithandayo (back-transla-
tion: "I get much pleasure from the things I like") but this is weak
on equivalence since it fails to render "as I ever did" and another
option was considered instead: Ndifumana ulonwabo kuyo
yonke into endiyenzayo ngaphambili (back-translation: "I get
pleasure/happiness from all the things I do just like before").
However several informants were not happy with this, and it
took numerous back-translations and discussions, before the
sticking point was identified: when translating "as much" infor-
mants focussed on the word ‘much’, rather than the phrase "as
much". This was because informants could not find a Xhosa
equivalent to "as much". Once this was clarified, the simple so-
lution was to translate the word "same" instead of "as much".
This allowed it to be translated as Ndifumana ulonwabo
ngokufanayo kwizinto endizithandayo (back-translation: "I get
the same pleasure as I ever did from the things I like").
This item (BDI-II, item 4) presented another problem. Like all
items on the BDI-II the last three options are listed in order of esca-
lating symptom severity. This meant that attention had to be given
not only to ensuring equivalence of meaning within each of the op-
tions, but also to ensuring that the final items represented a sys-
tematic escalation of severity. In the BDI-IA, option 1 read "I don’t
enjoy things the way I used to" which was translated by Drennan
(1988). as Izinto andisazonwabelanga njengesiqhelo (back-trans-
lation: "I am no longer happy as usual") and by Steele (1996) as
Andisonwabanga nje ngesiqhelo (back-translation: "I am not
happy as usual". Both were concerned that the absolute quality of
this statement would make it difficult to distinguish the severity
from that of the next item. The BDI-II version of the item helps to
reduce this problem by adding a comparative modifier: "I don’t en-
joy things as much as I used to." One suggested translation was
Andizonwabeli izinto njengangaphambili (back-translation: "I am
not happy for things like before"), which maintained conceptual
equivalence but several informants expressed concern that it
might be misinterpreted and there was more consensus with re-
spect to the alternative Andizonwabeli izinto njengesiqhelo
(back-translation: "I do not enjoy things like usual") which seemed
to offer better experiential equivalence. Option 2, "I get very little
pleasure from the things I used to enjoy" was easier to translate
than the earlier BDI-IA version ("I don’t get real satisfaction out of
anything anymore") where the phrase "real satisfaction" had
posed problems of conceptual equivalence. The first translation
was Ndifumana ulonwabo oluncinci kakhulu kwizinto
endandizithanda (back-translation: "I get very little pleasure from
the things I used to like"), however several informants argued for a
difference between "like" and "enjoy" and this led to selecting
Ndifumana ulonwabo oluncinci kakhulu kwizinto endaye
ndizonwabela (back-translation: " I get very little pleasure from the
things I used to enjoy". Informants confirmed that this was a clear
escalation from the previous option. Option 3 reads "I can’t get any
pleasure from the things I used to enjoy." This was easier to trans-
late than the BDI-IA version (‘I am dissatisfied or bored with every-
thing’) where Drennan (1988) had commented on the difficulty of
distinguishing it from option 2 in terms of severity. The first transla-
tion considered was Andifumani lonwabo kwizinto endaye
ndizithanda (back-translation: "I cannot get pleasure from the
things I like"). However, better linguistic and conceptual equiva-
lence were achieved at the suggestion of other informants who
changed it to Andisafumani ulonwabo kwizinto endandizithanda
(back-translation: "I cannot get pleasure from the things I used to
like". One informant suggested adding the word tu ("any" or "com-
pletely"). This had the advantage of escalating the severity that the
item represented. Although some informants expressed concern
that it might represent too high a level of intensity of distress, this
emendation was adopted as it provided good linguistic and con-
ceptual equivalence and ensured the escalation of the severity
represented. The translated item read Andisafumani tu lonwabo
kwizinto endaye ndizonwabela (back-translation: "I cannot get any
Journal of Psychology in Africa 2007 18(1); 207-216 213
pleasure from the things I used to enjoy"). Once the translations
for each item had been generated, each option was typed on a
card and a few informants were asked to rank them in order of se-
verity. The results showed that there was no ambiguity, as all in-
formants ranked them in the correct order.
Conclusions
For convenience, the translated versions of the three instru-
ments will be referred to as the XBDI-II, the XBHS and the XBAI.
There are two critical tests of the quality of these translations.
The first is their practical utility in clinical and research settings
and the second is the evaluation of their psychometric proper-
ties and validity. On the first count we only have informal feed-
back from practitioners which has been encouraging. On the
second, studies of the internal consistency and validity of the
scales are described by Steele & Edwards (submitted) and Ed-
wards & Steele (submitted). These provide evidence for the
high quality of the translations achieved in the process de-
scribed above since the psychometric properties are compara-
ble to those of the English versions, as reported in the interna-
tional literature.
The main lesson from the present study was that research-
ers cannot simply rely on translation and back-translation fol-
lowed by a committee approach to resolving discrepancies. The
same conclusion was reached by Drennan (1988) who also re-
ported difficulties with using back-translation and cited other
studies in which researchers had retranslated sections of trans-
lated instruments because the original translations were prob-
lematic. The main reasons for this have been examined above:
differing interpretations of their role by translators, different
weightings of the various kinds of equivalence, and differences
between translators in the language communities in which they
live. In the end the researcher must take responsibility for ana-
lysing the problems of equivalence presented by difficult items
and using a problem oriented approach to reach a decision on a
case by case basis.
Critics may express concern that the process of translation
is so laborious and question whether the effort is worth the re-
sults. Many researchers use the original inventories in English
and administer them individually with the help of research assis-
tants who translate them on the spot as they go along. Pillay
and Sargent (1999) employed the BDI (in its original 1961 ver-
sion), the BHS and the BAI with a lower socioeconomic commu-
nity sample of 50 in KwaZulu-Natal. Although half of participants
had had tertiary education, 10% had limited education. Yet the
authors made no mention of how the problem of translation was
dealt with. By contrast, Westaway and Wolmarans (1992) ex-
plicitly described how they trained interviewers to administer the
BDI-1A to screen for depression in black tuberculosis patients,
many of whom were illiterate, at a Soweto hospital. "Working
from the English questionnaire," they wrote, "the interviewers
freely translated the items into the home language of the re-
spondents" (p. 1312). This procedure has the advantage that
patients with a range of first languages could be assessed. The
majority of their sample were Zulu (n = 34), Tswana (n = 29) and
Xhosa (n = 20), but there were others who were Ndebele, North
Sotho, South Sotho, Shangaan, Swazi, Tsonga, and Venda (n =
17). It also has the advantage that no literacy in the home lan-
guage is required. However there is the disadvantage that the
translators may influence the responses of participants and that
different translators might provide different translations of the
same items. Nevertheless, a satisfactory internal consistency of
.79 was obtained, although this is somewhat lower than the
value of .86 reported by Beck, Steer and Garbin (1988) for the
original version. Translated scales such as the XBDI-II, XBAI
and XBHS would be of limited value in a setting in which Xhosa
was only one of several languages spoken by participants. By
contrast, the translations developed here would be more effi-
cient and cost effective if applied in a setting, such as the East-
ern Cape, where the majority of Africans are Xhosa-speaking,
and with respondents who are literate in Xhosa, since there
would be no need for individual administration by trained trans-
lators and there would be consistency with respect to the phras-
ing of every item.
A final observation: the experience of conducting this re-
search continually reminded us how language evolves and
changes in an organic process with many parallel strands. A
common core of vocabulary and grammar and idiomatic ex-
pressions is maintained through time and in different localities,
for without this Xhosa speakers would not be able to understand
each other at all or understand the language of decades ago. At
the same time there are enough local variations and temporal
shifts in usage in language to keep researchers making transla-
tions on their toes. Many of the older informants grew up in rural
areas, whereas many of the younger ones grew up in urban or
peri-urban settings where people from different backgrounds
and cultures live and work together. There is an ongoing evolu-
tion as dialects are blended and words from other languages in-
corporated or adapted. This process is accelerated by the con-
siderable extent to which this blending of African languages is
presented on television and radio, as some of our informants
observed. South African Kwaito music displays this process of
integration of diverse linguistic and cultural influences particu-
larly vividly. Nevertheless, these changes and local differences
do not pose insoluble problems. The instruments we were
translating deal with widely recognizable human experiences
which meant that we were able to negotiate the problems in
such a way that translated items draw on language usage that is
widely recognizable.
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